﻿Kela took a deep breath and basked in the warm glow of the evening sun, feeling the warmth soak into her vibrant green scales contrasting sharply with the cool water running over her feet. She let out a giggle as a small fish swam up to nibble at her toes. Playfully she swiped at it with one of the sickle claws that marked her as a windclaw, causing the fish to swim away in distress. Kela gently kicked her feet in the tiny pond from her seat on the warm orange rock and swished her feather-tufted tail. This was the life!


Kela couldn't deny the last few weeks of travel had been nice. Keeping at the edge of the great desert and the jungles had kept traveling easy with plenty of game to hunt, plenty of water, and not too much dense foliage hindering movement. Not to mention that it kept them out of Tyrantfang territory. She leaned back from the warm sun, letting herself lay in the shade of a nearby palm frond. She could still feel the warmth of the sun on her bare chest after just relaxing in the warmth for so long. Not that she needed to bask like some common lizard, but it felt nice all the same.


As the sun slowly began to set under a nearby outcropping of orange stone, something started to stir in Kela's pack. She peered at the red leather pack, she liked how it matched her loincloth, and helped open the flap a bit. She smiled as a beetle the length of one hand width crawled out of the pack and onto her out-stretched palm. It opened up its shell and a bright yellow-green glow shone forth from its abdomen.


"Heheh, good boy! I suppose it's time to be getting back, huh? Getting pretty late." She cooed at her little lantern-beetle and gently pat its head with her thumb. She set the beetle briefly on her shoulder as she started to stand, shooing the little thing back onto her shoulder when it started to try and climb into her blue feathered crest.


She grabbed her pack and the bone spear she had laying beside her. Seemingly eager the lantern-beetle flew up onto the spear just below the head to shed light from there. She nodded and began to make her way back to the clan. She knew there would be warm fires and hearty meats roasting back at camp. Her friend Lahea would likely be busy making sure everyone was doing as they should or studying under the shaman.


Kela stepped carefully through the rocky ground and ferns and palms of the region. She kept a constant eye out for trails and tracks. A hunter's habit. Though it would not have taken a hunter to notice the anomaly she found along her walk. An empty break, cutting unnaturally through the foliage. Not just the sparseness of the near-desert this was recent clearing. Drops of black sludge lined the trail and coated some of the branches and ferns near the edges. She reached out and touched the substance, finding it sticking to her hand. It was tar, drops and drizzles of it all along the trail. What had caused this wasn't immediately obvious, but as Kela looked more closely she spotted the tracks. Hundreds of tiny divets near the edge of the trail. She nodded to herself, a caravan-snake had been through here, and not a small one. Worse, it was heading in a trajectory that would see it running into camp. That could be dangerous for everyone involved.


Running as fast as she could Kela started to dash down the trail after the caravan-snake. Few things can match the outright running speed of a windclaw and if she moved quickly enough she was sure she could catch up with the caravan-snake and . . . what? Scare it off? Keep it from reaching the camp and hurting somebody? Assuming the thing didn't just kill her outright itself. 


She was busy contemplating exactly what her attack plan should be when she followed the trail around a bend and skidded to a halt when a massive dark shape came into view. She gasped as the light of her lantern beetle shone over the slick black tar that poured from every orifice of the creature. It was a caravan-snake alright, which resembled neither so much as a massive serpentine insect skittering on hundreds of legs. A centipede expanded into a massive and horrifying scale in complete accord with the explosive riotous nature of life in this world. What was not in accord with any nature Kela was familiar with was the tar. Slick, black, and viscous, it dripped from the creature's venomous jaws and from between cracks in its chitinous plates.


Slowly Kela started to reach up to close the carapace of her lantern-beetle, hoping the monster hadn't noticed her yet. No such luck, before she could reach up to shut her beetle and snuff the light the monstrous caravan-snake turned and let out a gurgling hiss. It charged at her, rolling along its hundreds of skittering legs like a stampede condensed into a single living being. She leaped to the side, powerful legs carrying her out of reach, and her muscular feathered tail helping her keep her balance as she did so. The monster barreled past her, slowly turning the front of its body around to correct while the back end of it continued past her.


This time, as it charged at her she leaped over it! She landed on the creature's back and wobbled precariously, balancing with her tail. She snapped down the scythe-like claws on her feet, slipping them between segments of the creature's carapace to get purchase on the monster and hold her there. Sensing what was coming the lantern-beetle flitted off the end of her spear to hover nearby in the air. With all her strength she buried her spear between two of the chitin plates, stabbing the sharp bone into what should have been the beast's guts. It felt all wrong inside. Viscous and thick, not the soft weak insides most giant insects had. It felt like tar. She stirred her spear around inside, trying to damage the creature. At the very least she got a gurgling scream out of it!


She turned in time to see the caravan-snake rearing up like a real serpent, hissing as it lunged its head at the annoying pest on its back. She tried to pull her spear free but it was stuck. Struggling she manage to break it off at the head! Not in time though, the tar-soaked fangs of the giant centipede managed to find her shoulder, digging into her! She felt a blinding hot pain seep into her shoulder from those fangs. Grunting she managed to take the semi-sharp point of her broken spear and jam it into the beast's bulbous segmented eye. She jammed the spear haft all the way into where the monster's brain must've been. Tar poured from the wound as the beast let out an awful screech and began to convulse. As it released its grip on her shoulder she released her grip on its back, falling off the beast as it contorted, curling and bundling into a wretched little ball dripping with tar.


Kela lay on her back, panting heavily. She stared up at the night sky, the stars glistening high above. She smiled to herself. At least she'd kept whatever that was from getting back to the camp. Maybe, whatever was wrong with that thing had messed up its venom, but she doubted it with the hot pain aching in her shoulder. She looked over and blinked hazily. Tar was gathered around the wound. She could swear it was flowing into her. It was her last thought as a dark haze of unconsciousness took her, and she began to dream.


She was standing in the grasslands, surrounded by chest-high grass as far as the eye could see. It waved and billowed under the sun like a great green ocean. It was nice and peaceful. She smiled as she looked around, and felt the wind blow through her feathers. Until she saw it, the grass was turning black. Melting into tar! She tried to leap away, but it was no use, she was chest-deep in tar already! She screamed and struggled but it just sucked her in! She was sinking, every struggle just pulling her down deeper. It had her arms. She shook her head and tried to pull her shoulder up out of it, but it was pouring from a gash in her shoulder. It was up to her neck soon as she continued to sink. Before long it was just her snout pushing up over the smothering darkness of tar as it swallowed her. It seemed hungry like it was alive! She took one last deep breath as she started to go under.


When she opened her eyes she was in a tent. Incense burned nearby. She was laid out on the ground. She tried to rise, but she couldn't. Her body ached all over. But, more importantly, she was tied down! Thick ropes bound around her limbs and tied to stakes stuck into the ground. She couldn't get up even if she wasn't aching and feeling strangely exhausted even after waking up. What had happened to her?!